Bell was one of the most prominent translators and scholars on the Qur'an writing in English in the twentieth century. In both his translation (1937, reprint 1960 ) and in his two-volume Commentary on the Qur'an (published posthumously in 1991), Bell was significant for being the first English translator to discuss the structure of the entire Qur'an, from beginning to end. 2 Although the study of the Qur'an in the West has progressed since the publication of Bell's work on the Qur'an, he has been frequently quoted and discussed by subsequent scholars, including Angelika Neuwirth, Neal Robinson, Alan Jones, and myself. In this discussion of Sūrat al-Fajr Bell's views must still be taken seriously, hence my critical discussion here, which takes the form of a close reading of the sura in four sections: vv. 1-5, 6-14, 15-26, and 27-30.
3
Background
As will be seen below, careful reading of this sura indicates that it was revealed at a time when the Prophet felt particularly downhearted at the oppression exercised by some Meccan leaders particularly over orphans and the poor. Sūrat al-Fajr brings consolation, showing that the oppression and oppressor will not last indefinitely and God is on the watch and will punish the oppressors. Concern for orphans and the poor is a recurring theme in the Qur'an (see for example Q. 93 and 107 (Meccan), and Q. 4:1-6 and 8-10 (Medinan). Frequently mention of orphans and the poor follows immediately after instructions to worship God and be good to parents (for example Q.17:26 and 34, Q. 6:152, and Q. 4:36). The Prophet, having himself been left an orphan, seems particularly moved and grieved by the oppression of orphans. The passage about orphans in the third section of Sūrat alFajr is an example.
Section 1: Verse 1-5
To make its point strongly, the sura begins with the following oath (oaths in the Qur'an give more emphasis than mere particles and words of emphasis):
1 By the dawn, 2 by ten nights, 3 by the even and the odd, 4 by the night as it passes. The use of the oath wa'l-fajr (By the dawn) in verse 1 is a powerful and fitting start to the sura, as fajr derives from the root f-j-r, 'to gush forth, explode', 4 an apt description of the spreading of the sun's light over the earth as it dispels the long darkness of night and starts a new day. The exact significance of the oath By ten nights is less obvious, 5 and al-Rāzī sums up the opinions of various exegetes that the ten nights refer to the last ten nights of Ramaḍān, including the Night of Glory/Destiny (laylat al-qadr), or to the first ten nights of Dhū'l-Ḥijjah, including the rituals of Hajj, or to the first ten nights of Muḥarram, culminating in the day of ʿashūra. 6 The various
Muslim commentators' explanations cited by al-Rāzī clearly stem from religious feelings about the importance of the months of Ramaḍān, Dhu'l-Ḥijjah, and Muḥarram and their religious rituals. It is understandable that the faithful should seek support in Qur'anic references for significant times and events, but there are serious obstacles to attribution of the ten nights referred to in Sūrat al-Fajr to these months: it is anachronistic. Al-Fajr is an early Meccan sura and all these ritual dates, important surely as they came to be, gained their importance much later, in Medina. Besides, the Hajj takes place in five days, not ten, from the ninth to thirteenth of Dhū'l-Ḥijjah, and the entire month of Dhū'l-Ḥijjah, not just ten nights, is regarded as a holy month (shahr ḥarām), as is the whole of the month of Muḥarram. The importance attached to the early days of Muḥarram and the day of ʿashūra are perfectly understandable in terms of devotion, but linguistic and historical facts are a different matter. Al-Fajr, as pointed out above, is a very early Meccan Sura preceding all the other occasions referred to above. The problem with Qur'anic exegesis of such oaths is that many commentators have tended to be atomistic in their approaches, looking at words and phrases in isolation from their surroundings, without paying regard to the context or exploring what the oath is really driving at, and this often results in the most unlikely interpretations. Many Muslim commentators have also felt they should include all previous interpretations in their discussions, lest they fall into the trap of kitmān alʿilm ('concealing knowledge'). This approach has led some Western scholars to suggest that nobody, including Muslims, knows definitively what Qur'anic statements such as these oaths mean. 8 Rather than adopting the atomistic approach, I am firmly of the view that a more comprehensive and contextual approach is needed, which takes as its premise the idea that all the elements of the oath work together coherently as an argument to make a point. 9 If the main objective of the oath in Q. 89:1-4 is to bring relief and encouragement to the Prophet (and it can be assumed that the Prophet is the addressee here, rather than the wider community, from the use of the second person singular rabbika (your Lord) in different parts of this sura), then all parts of the oath must also be understood in the same vein; this gives rise to a reading of the oath as referring to the passing night that leads to the dawn, and the passing of the ten nights, even and odd, which should be understood in the same vein, the ultimate message being to encourage the Prophet and show that God is counting down the days for the oppressors.
After 25 On that Day, no one will punish as He punishes, 26 and no one will bind as He binds.
As we have seen, the second section of the sura address how the people of ʿĀd, Thamūd, and Pharaoh oppressed people in the land. In section three these people are implicitly compared to certain individuals in Mecca who also oppress the weak in a number of ways: they do not help orphans and do not urge each other to feed the poor. They greedily consume inheritances which should rightfully belong to orphans, and, in addition, take whatever else they can from them. 13 This not only parallels the oppression of the historical figures mentioned in the previous section, but, in fact, is even more depraved, because this wrongdoing is targeted specifically at orphans and the poor. Not only this, but these Meccan oppressors are pleased with God when they have wealth, but displeased with Him when their wealth diminishes. 14 The Prophet is then told that God, who is watching everything, will bring punishment on these oppressors, even if it does not befall them until 22 Not so those who pray. These unsettled waverers do not help orphans and the poor, even when God has given them wealth, which they themselves admit, instead they seek to increase their own wealth by usurping the inheritance and wealth of the orphans. 15 So, when wealthy and even when not wealthy they oppress (taghaw) orphans and the poor just as ʿĀd, Thamūd, and Pharaoh oppressed people in the past. The oppressors of Mecca, in addition to being displeased with God, have been consumed with love of wealth (… aklan lamman … ḥubban jamman, vv. [19] [20] .
There then follows a description of the punishment that awaits these oppressors for the wrongs they do: [25] [26] . This calls to mind of the incomparable city of Iram with its lofty pillars described in verse 8, the like of which has never been seen in all the lands, which was also destroyed by God. The fact that this scene does not actually describe the oppressors actually being punished, but does so by ḥadhf ('omission') makes it all the more awesome; the punishment that awaits them is unimaginable and unspeakable.
Section 4: Verses 27-30
The contrast with the previous section, in which the guilty were condemned but not directly addressed by God, is striking. 16 those who believe and do righteous deeds: joy awaits these, and their final homecoming will be excellent.' Both these descriptions follow statements that God sometimes gives in plenty and sometimes sparingly (Q. 89:15-16, and Q. 13:26 respectively). This description of how humans can find peace in this world, and how it will be given to them in the next, contrasts sharply with the preceding condemnation of the all-consuming greed of oppressors in this world and their anguish on the Day of Judgement when they fully realise they have not behaved as they should, and the horror they will feel when Hell comes before them in full view.
On a grammatical level, note here the faṣl ('disjunction') between sections three 7 and four: this final section is not joined grammatically to the previous one with any conjunction in Arabic. This dramatic break emphasises the huge contrast between the two thematic units but highlights the semantic connection of contrast. The text is undoubtedly coherent in that both sections are devoted to describing the destiny of both groups; the oppressors and the souls at peace. 17 The stylistic use of contrast between the destinies of the good and bad is a common feature of Qur'anic style, which is used on many occasions. It is announced, in many cases, in short scenes that occur after textual demonstration of the dismal end that awaits the sinners and the unbelievers except for those who believe and do good deeds (illā'lladhīna amanū waʿamilū'l-ṣāliḥāt), see for instance Q. 84:25, Q. 95:6, and Q. 103:3, but sometimes also occurs without illā, by means of simple contrast as we find in Q. 85:11, Q. 88:8, and Q. 89:27.
In Bell's discussion of this sura, he, as mentioned in the introduction to this piece, stated that after verse 14 'the rest of the sura is confused in rhyme and the sense is also uneven', 18 without giving further explanation or evidence. However his view is mistaken. The fact is that rhyme is important in the Qur'an but it is always set aside when the sense requires otherwise. This can be seen here in verses 23 and 24: the first verse ends with dhikrā, but the second ends with ḥayātī, departing from the rhyme to observe the sense. As has been argued above, the 'sense' of this sura is even and, thematically speaking, the material progresses naturally and logically. Over and above this, the repetition of certain words and concepts fuse the various sections of the sura: rabbuka (your Lord) occurs in vv. 6, 14, and 22, followed by rabbika in v. 28; sawṭ al-ʿadhāb (scourge of punishment) in Section 2 is echoed in ʿadhābahu (as He punishes) and wathāqahu (as He binds) in vv. . There is obvious use of contrast between, for example, oppressive displeasure in v. 16 and anguish in v. 24 on the one hand and the pleasure (rāḍiya) of the soul at peace in v. 27; between 'he has humiliated me' (ahānani) in v. 16 and marḍiyya (well pleasing) in v. 28; and between the themes of entering hell and torture in section 3, and and enter [ing] my Paradise in section four. These contrasts fuse the material in the sura together and lend it thematic and lexical coherence.
With regard to Bell's comments on the later addition of material to the sura, he considers that 'vv.18-21' (in his numbering system, vv. 17-20 in the Egyptian edition numbering) 'seem very much later'. 19 However, in my opinion, on the basis of a thematic reading of the sura and support from other parts of the Qur'an, it is clear this passage is a direct retort to the assertion of the unnamed character in verses 15-16 that, 'My Lord has honoured me … He has scorned me'. The retort is, No, but you yourself do not honour the orphan! It would seem unlikely that these verses could have been later additions, as they appear to be integral to the discussion taking place in the text.
Bell considers verses 15-16 to be an original part of the sura. 20 However Jones reports that 'Neuwirth made a plausible reconstruction of a version prior to the present [sura] by excluding these verses'. 21 In my opinion, however, the verses on the unnamed man being pleased and then displeased could not possibly have been separated at any time from their oppression of the orphans: the nature of this wavering man is the source of his bad behaviour. Bell conjectures that 'probably the passage consisted originally of vv.14-17 (i.e. "when his Lord honours him … my Lord has scorned me") followed by a judgement scene'. In my reading of the sura, this could not possibly have been the case. The terrible punishment mentioned in these verses was not simply for man's saying, 'My Lord has honoured me … my Lord has scorned me', but for the cruel oppression of orphans, and the mistreatment of the poor and needy that follow these verses.
Value of Bell's analysis?
In the above discussion we dealt with the structure of the sura and explored the meanings of expressions such as layālin ʿashr, shafʿ and watr, awtād, turāth, and nafs al-muṭmaʾinna. We have also discussed Bell's analysis of Sūrat al-Fajr and should now consider the value of this analysis. Two features can be readily observed in this. First, when Bell makes statements such as, 'A number of verses were introduced into the sura at a later date which cannot be determined', he does not give any evidence or explanation to back up his assertions. Indeed, I have shown evidence that his claims in this respect cannot be correct. When there is evidence that a part of a sura was 'added' later, as for example in Sura 96, where we know from history that the first two lines were revealed in the Cave of Hira as the first verses of the Qur'an and the rest came later, the relevant question would then be how the new material fits and contributes to the overall effect of the sura. 24 Secondly, Bell overuses such words as 'seems', 'probably', 'possibly' 'looks like' 'not intelligible', and 'cannot be determined'. 25 This hesitant speculation is not confined to his treatment of Sūrat al-Fajr, but is widespread. In one page, I counted at least 18 such expressions. 26 Although it is a mark of good scholarship not to be dogmatic, it is questionable to be this uncertain: people read translations in order to understand and appreciate a text, not to be faced with such a widespread exercise in speculation. Clearly Bell was addressing his academic peers, not the general reader, but even to academics the value is questionable. Besides, after all his speculation, Bell still produced the text of Sūrat al-Fajr in the conventional order of material. Such analysis therefore did not lead anywhere, and does not help anyone understand or appreciate the text. It puzzles readers when the author himself feels 'it is impossible to say'. It overshadows the dawn.
As I hope is clear from the preceding exploration of this sura, its structure is, in fact, clear, logical and smooth. It begins with assurance to the Prophet by oath, then gives evidence from history that God is on the watch for oppressors both in the past and in Mecca, where they oppress orphans. It goes on to describe the punishment, both worldly and eschatological, that awaits oppressors, and contrast this with the honour and great rewards that await the soul at peace. So it is not impossible to see how the verses were conjoined together: Sūrat al-Fajr warns the oppressor that God is on the watch, and reassures the Prophet and the faithful, the first word being, 'By the dawn', the last 'My Paradise'.
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